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Obituary
Charles Warren Bonython, AO, KGSJ, BSc, FRACI, FRGS, FRGSA
11 September 1916 – 2 April 2012
‘A man for all seasons’ and a man of many parts
Warren Bonython was a remarkable man—and the name of the historical drama 
based on the life of Sir Thomas More by Robert Bolt is an apt descriptor. This Society 
is one of many to bear testimony to this, for he served for decades on the governing 
bodies of at least a score of them. Among them are the:
Australian Conservation Foundation
Australian Heritage Commission: Evaluation Panel for Natural Areas in SA 
Conservation Council of SA
Council of the University of Adelaide
National Parks Foundation of SA
National Trust of SA
Nature Conservation Society of SA
World Wide Fund for Nature Australia.
For many years Warren maintained a personal portfolio of memberships of about 
30 committees. This necessitated an unpaid working day of 8 to 10 hours. It was in 
recognition of this broad range of work in natural and human heritage that Warren 
was made an Officer of the Order of Australia in 1980. 
The Royal Geographical Society man 
Warren had been a member of this Society for 63 years having been accepted on 
29 April 1949. He was first elected to Council on 20 February 1951, and served on 
it continuously for the next fifty years—itself a remarkable achievement. Council 
honoured Warren’s 50 years of service to it at a special dinner held on 6 March 2001 
at the Mount Lofty Summit Restaurant where he was presented with an illuminated 
address appointing him the Society’s first Fellow. His unique contributions were 
outlined in speeches by Colin Harris PSM and Valmai Hankel PSM. 
Warren was President from 1958 to 1961 and during that time the Society led the 
centenary celebrations for the naming of Central Mount Stuart, and also staged 
at the Adelaide Town Hall what at the time was called ‘a heroes welcome’ for Sir 
Edmund Hilary to receive the John Lewis Gold Medal. Warren served on numerous 
committees of the Society but none more notable than those concerned with 
management of research, writing and publication of matters relating to Lake Eyre. 
On 19 August 1999 he was presented with the Centenary Silver Medal, an award 
made solely for service to the Society. The appropriateness of that award was well 
summarised in the Society’s centenary history (Peake-Jones 1985, p. 139) ‘His 
lectures and his books have delighted a wide public, and the Heysen Trail for which 
he gave the inspiration is already giving the younger generation a taste of the great 
outdoors. He embodies all the Society’s ideals, and bears a name which has been on 
the list of members throughout its (history).’ 
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The explorer 
On 28 November 1984 the Society presented Warren with the John Lewis Gold 
Medal for exploration. Council had deliberated on which one of the three areas of 
the award was most appropriate because strong claims could also have been made 
for his literary work, and also for his geographical research. His Walking the Flinders 
Ranges, and Walking the Simpson Desert were already well known through commercial 
publication, as was his leading role in both the fieldwork and the publication by the 
Society of the report Lake Eyre, South Australia - the great flooding of 1949-50, edited 
by Ken Peake-Jones. Warren was just as heavily involved through the Society in the 
preparation and publication in 1989 of The great filling of Lake Eyre in 1974 of which 
he was joint editor with Stewart Fraser. Warren’s name, and through him the Society’s 
name, are indelibly associated with almost fifty years of important pioneering work 
on Lake Eyre. 
As pointed out by Sir Walter Crocker in the citation preceding the presentation of 
the John Lewis Gold Medal, Warren Bonython had been heavily involved in several 
other fields, among them nature conservation, as already shown above. Warren’s 
abiding interest in the Flinders Ranges was kindled by Hans Heysen’s painting Land 
of the Oratunga which features the starkly brooding shape of Patawarta Hill. By 1946 
Warren had begun his regular expeditions to little visited parts of the ranges. His first 
great challenge was to be the first to cross the Gammon Ranges and they remained 
one of his great loves. 
His long distance walks sometimes with companions have rightly become well 
known. They have included traversing the entire length of the Flinders Ranges, 
crossing the Simpson Desert, traversing the Macdonnell Ranges, circumambulating 
Lake Eyre, walking the gaps to link all the previous travels, and walking around 
the ‘Horseshoe of lakes’ as defined by Edward J Eyre. In his 50 years of carefully 
documented walking Warren has covered more than 25,000 kilometres. Chester 
(2001, p. 47) agrees that Warren ‘is much more than a knockabout adventurer’ and 
‘has always been a man with a quest—a latter-day incarnation of the great 19th 
century scientist-explorers’. 
The public speaker 
It is likely that Warren addressed more lecture meetings of the Society than any other 
person—as evidenced by the fact that at least 18 have been published as papers in 
the Society’s journal. As stated in the Society’s centenary history The branch without 
a tree (Peake-Jones 1985, p. 132) ‘... Warren Bonython (was) the one lecturer who 
could be relied upon to fill the hall to ‘standing room only’. His physical endurance, 
which seems to increase with age, and the excellence of his colour photography, 
drew people of all ages to experience by proxy the beauty and rigours of the Flinders 
Ranges, the Everest Trail, (the High Sierras,) and in later years the Simpson Desert, 
the Macdonnell Ranges and the circumambulation of Lake Eyre.’ 
In the area of public speaking Warren’s contribution to the Society was major and 
unique. As well, it should be noted that in addition to speaking for and to the 
RGSSA he had been speaker on numerous occasions for the other bodies of which he 
was a member and/or supporter. 
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The public persuader 
Most of Warren’s work had one 
connecting theme—a concern 
with the natural and especially 
wilderness environment. His high 
public profile combined with the 
longevity and consistency of his 
work has provided community 
leadership in the gradual growth of 
public awareness and concern for 
preservation of wilderness areas, 
and perhaps the environment 
more generally. He influenced 
governments, pastoralists and 
leaders of industry. As a result 
several parks have been created 
and/or extended, among them the 
Gammon Ranges, Mt Remarkable, 
and the Simpson Desert. As 
already mentioned he was also 
instrumental in the development of 
the long-distance walking path the 
Heysen Trail. 
Warren said of these values 
(Chester 2001, p. 50) ‘the uplifting 
experience of going into the wild 
is still there and it’s more needed 
than it ever was. That’s why I’m an 
apostle of wilderness. I know the 
human spirit needs the wilderness 
experience.’ 
The family man 
Warren’s unpretentious style could 
not hide the fact that he was a 
member of one of South Australia’s 
most illustrious families. His 
grandfather, a founding member 
of this Society and President from 
1903 to 1907, was Sir Langdon 
Bonython, the proprietor of The Advertiser then one of two major Adelaide 
newspapers. In the 1930s he provided for the completion of South Australia’s 
Parliament House, and the construction of Bonython Hall at the University of 
Adelaide. Warren’s father, Sir Lavington Bonython, was also a member of this 
Society’s Council from 1941 to 1960, and a generous benefactor to the state. 
Above: Warren in 2005 with his favourite pair 
of walking boots, symbolic of his passion for bush 
walking. Courtesy Randy Larcombe 
Below Warren and Bunty. Courtesy the Bonython 
family
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The Society’s presentation in 2001 of an illuminated address and conferral of Society 
‘Fellow’ upon Warren also acknowledged the importance and support of Warren’s 
wife Bunty in all his activities. They were married for 70 years and had three 
children—Simon, Veryan, and Alice—and have four grand daughters. 
The wild scientist 
This was the title of an article about Warren Bonython by Quentin Chester (2001, 
p. 45). By profession Warren was a chemical engineer with lmperial Chemical 
Industries (ICI). He began in Melbourne and later was manager of the industrial 
production of salt from sea water at Dry Creek. The theme of salt connects with 
his special interest in Lake Eyre—a large salt lake. As noted above, each time major 
floods entered Lake Eyre, Warren was instrumental in mounting studies with the 
patronage of this Society. He led study teams in the field to monitor changes in the 
lake and he was active in the writing and publication of the subsequent reports. 
His own man
Warren remained by nature a private man. Much of his meticulous planning, 
preparation and reconnaissance for his numerous expeditions were undertaken alone, 
and some of his long walks were accomplished alone. Nevertheless he deeply valued 
the companionship of some hardy individuals able to join him on one or more of his 
expeditions including some of his longest walks. Among them were Ken Peake-Jones, 
Charles McCubbin, John Béchervaise, Joc Schmiechen, and Terry Krieg.
Warren was a diligent recorder not only of his plans but also of his activities—’a man 
with a plan and the steely determination to see it through’ (Chester 200I, p. 50). 
Chester’s insightful conclusion set out below evokes the same sense of gratitude as 
expressed by the Society’s Council and members at its celebratory dinner in 2001:
His achievements are testimony to the power of thoughtful observation and the 
thrill of discovery. Through a lifetime of bush travel he has not just opened eyes 
but has lifted them up to some very wide horizons indeed. And yet, for all this, 
perhaps one of Bonython’s greatest discoveries has been himself. In the act of 
confronting wild places on their terms he has learned that he is free to roam, free 
to be his own man (Chester 200I, p. 50). 
Funeral service—and afterwards
The funeral service was held in St Peter’s Cathedral, North Adelaide on 12 April 2012 
attended by a capacity congregation. After the service the family provided attendees 
with copies of a remarkable 40 page booklet simply entitled C Warren Bonython 
11 September 1916—2 April 2012. It provided a biographical summary using 
extensive text, with some facsimile documents and wonderful photographs. From his 
estate a generous bequest was made to the Society.
In October 2012 a collection of Warren’s published works and the above family 
tribute was presented to the Royal Geographical Society in London at the initiative of 
Edward Wright, a Life Member of the RGSSA. The presentation was made in person 
by Joc Schmiechen (Schmiechen 2013). 
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The State Library of South Australia has two sets of Oral History recordings made 
during special interviews with Warren. The first of 2.5 hours was made in 2001 with 
Tony Evans, in connection with St George’s Church, Magill. The second of 4.5 hours 
with Brian J Ward was recorded at ‘Romalo’, the Bonython home, and is mainly 
about his bushwalking experiences. Catalogue details are listed below.
Brian J Ward
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